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Models of the World and Categorial
Models:

The “Enslavable Barbarian” as a
Mobile Classificatory Label

Paulo Fernando de Moraes Farias

L. Introduction: “"Knowledge of the World™ and “Knowledge of
Categortes”” From Al-Idrisi’s “Kanem Floods™ 10 Shehu Ahmadu’s
fZang"’

For years we have been writing as if it were enough to read “Niger" or
“Senegal” where Arab geographers wrote “Nile” or “Nile of the
Blacks,” i.e., as if a simple replacement of names were sufficient, and
as if it enabled us to dispense with (a) studying the Arab geographers’
models of the African continent as a whole, and (b) making an effort to
understand the categories according to which they structured their
knowledge.

In 1154, Al-Idrisi wrote that the Nile divided itself into two
branches, the one flowing towards the north into Egypt but the other
flowing to the west; on the banks of this western Nile were situated the
important towns of the Sudan populations: to this he added that
Kanem was a country like Nubia and Abyssinia, in which rains never
fell; yet the inhabitants of those three countries were able to cultivate
their lands with the help of the Nile floods; one wonders how far Al-
‘Umari (who also believed Kanem to be on the “Nile') was influenced
by this in his account of the agriculture of such areas; yet only too often
this account is still taken at face value.! We suggest that Al-Idrisi’s and
Al-*Umari's ““mistakes” are in themselves much more complicated
than the word “mistake” implies,

On the one hand, they were caused by insufficiency of empirical
knowledge about the real world; on the other hand, they were caused
by a fixed scheme of categories, according to which the world was
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divided into “temperate” and “extreme” climates; one of the
“extreme” climates was the torrid zone, in which life was only possible
along the banks of great rivers; it follows, logically, that (a) if there was
agriculture and urban life in Kanem, and (b) if Kanem indeed was
situared in the torrid climate, then it was to be expected that there was
a “Nile” flowing across Kanem.?

Not long ago, Vansina wrote that:

it is disturbing to realize that pre-colonial history is often far too uncritical
about its sources, so that even elementary canons are not always applied, let
alone sophisticated thought about cognition and its effects.

The present paper is part of a longer study of the cognitive
categories that manifest themselves in our sources about Africa, and of
the ideological uses of such cognitive categories.

We shall discuss here only one particular aspect of the interplay of
the ideological and the cognitive, namely, the way in which the
“mapping” of the populations of Black Africa, and of the physical
features of the continent, was shaped in mediaeval and early modern
sources by the operation of certain classificatory, cognitive models as
much as by the accumulation of empirical knowledge; and how the
empirical and the categorial often contradicted each other.

As a test case for discussion, we have chosen the use of names such as
“Zanj" and “Qagu" as geographically transferable stereotypes.

It will be assumed, following Sperber, that knowledge can be of two
types: “knowledge of the world” and “knowledge of categories.”*
Knowledge of the world, and of what happened in history enables us to
make statements such as “the horse was introduced into America by
the Europeans,” the truth of which can be verified. Knowledge of
categories enables us to say that “'the horse is an animal,” which is true
on account of the meaning of the terms used in the statement but does
not prove that horses exist; indeed it might remain true even if horses
did not exist at all; it is possible to say that “the unicorn is an animal,”
because though most of us do not believe in unicorns, nevertheless we
have a slot for it in our classificatory categories, and we “know™ that it
is some sort of horse.

Most of the effort of modern science, and of modern critical history,
is ultimately directed towards the acquisition of knowledge of the real
world. We use categories as instruments to achieve that goal. By
contrast, mythical thought and other manifestations of the pensée
sawvage use the world as the means, nor the object of their logical
discourse; the image of the world is “a priori determined by the very
logic of the categories.”® Thus, by a logic of oppositions and
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correlations, totemic classifications produce images of the world
according to which certain clans “‘are” descended from certain
zoological species; but this should not be regarded as a failure to make a
correct empirical statement about the relationship between the ethnic
and the biological; rather, it should be analyzed as a meaningful
categorial statement, which is true within certain systems of
classifications.

In addition to this, it is important to keep in mind that mythical
thought has been described as “intermediate between oneiric thought
and discursive thought (pensée verbale), '’ and as operating through
images (like dreams do) while sharing the articulateness and coherence
of methodical discourse; according to this view, mythical thought
performs operations which are homologous to the analyses and
syntheses performed by discursive thought; however, in myths *“*such
operations take the form of a scenic, and imaged, immediate realization
of essential relations (causal links, analogies, oppositions)."'”

We also suggest that excessive reliance has been placed upon the
idea that smythos and logos are opposed to each other in the same way as
irrationality to rationality, and fiction to realistic accounts. Written
history has been regarded as belonging, by its very nature, to the
sphere of logos, and as such to be opposed to myth: “patchwork is the
rule in myth, and it gives no trouble. Only the historically minded see
the rough stitches and the faulty joins and are bothered by them, as is
abundantly evident in Herodotus.”® Though critical scholars do not
ignore that there are myths interpolated in the works of many ancient,
mediaeval and modern historians, this is seen as the result of an
involuntary failure to detect the fictional character of such myths, nor
as the result of the myths being part of a system of categories without
which the historians themselves found difficulty in thinking the
evidence out. In the case of Arab historians, a favourite explanation is
to say that there is an opposition between the goals pursued by history
and those pursued by the ‘gja’ih (“prodigies™) and adab (“belles
lettres’”) literary genres, and that it was through the influence of such
genres that myths found their way into geographical and historical
treatises.

Finley is certainly right in pointing out the many significant
contrasts berween history and myth, but Vernant's and Lloyd’s work
suggest that the gap between logos and mytho-logic was not
impossible to bridge over, even in Classical Greece."

The present paper assumes that throughout many centuries, myth,
history and literature have shared certain classificatory categories, and
also operated with different but correlated systems of classification;
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such categories and systems are present not only in geographical lore
but also in the work of critical scholars such as Ibn Khaldun; some
were actually borrowed from the Bible and the Qur’an (but put to
a different use). Identical or correlated classificatory categories are
found in Classical Greek and Roman sources, and in Jewish, Christian
and Muslim sources.

Furthermore, we wili assume that in many cases the categories were
not used as a means of organizing empirical knowledge; rather, certain
geographical and historical accounts that present themselves as
empirical seem to have been partly or totally created a priori, and to
represent images and scenes generated by the inner dynamic of the
categories themselves.

If, on the one hand, unreal images and scenes were projected onto
reality, and “‘objectified,” or “fleshed out” 1o such an extent that some
of them have been accepted as real by critical historians, on the other
hand a different type of operation was also performed.

This second type of operation consisted in taking certain ““blocks" of
geographical and historical data, and emptying them of their empirical
contents; after the data were reduced to purely formal configurations,
i.e., to sets of “empty boxes,” stereotyped contents generated by
categorical logic would be poured into the boxes, and permuted
between them according to the rules of the classificatory game. In
other words, the real world was used as raw material for the
construction of categorial models that were nor models of the world.

As a result, the names of certain countries and peoples were
abstracted from their historical and geographical context; some of
those names were associated now with one now with another of a set of
two or three contrasting stereotypes, in a fluctuating and reversible
way that bears no conceivable relationship to historical sequence; such
was the fate of the East African name “Zanj,"” the emergence of which
in 19th-century Africa has been discussed by Professors Hunwick and
Levtzion.'® Alternately, one stereotype could be associated with the
same name century after century; such was the case of the name
“Barabara,” referred to in Muhammad Bello’s Infag al-Maysur
{1812}, in a passage in the Bornu Beri-Beri.!!

At the same time, a considerable amount of very valuable empirical
evidence about Black Africa was gathered by travellers and traders and
edited by geographers and historians.

The coexistence of the mentioned three types of operation
(projection of stereotypes onto reality, reduction of reality to a model
of something else, and actual gathering of empirical data) is
responsible for the complicated combination of stercotyped and
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empirical information that is found in some mediaeval and modern
accounts; such is the case of Yaqut's account of the gold trade in West
Africa (ca. 1220), of Al-Zuhri’s account of the dynasty of old Ghana
{ca. 1160) and of Leo Africanus’ account of Gaoga (1525).12

In the present paper we will have to limit ourselves to the discussion
of the transformtion of the Zanj, Barbara and Habasha into a formal
model. We shall not discuss here other important themes relevant to
the study of the ideological justifications of enslavement, such as the
projection of the *“Damdam” (or “Lamlam”, “Yamyam) stereotype
onto African reality; nor shall we approach the question of the
demonstrable relationship between certain concrete historical changes
and certain transformations in the structure of myths about the
“barbarian’’ and about the slave trade.

In the following section we will attempt to show how, by the
combined operation of certain empirically incorrect models of the
world and certain categorial models, the Zanj, Barbara and Habasha
were “‘freed” from their “moorings™ on reality, and were transformed
at one level into a purely categorial model.

I1. Some Ubiguitous Names and Labels ar Odds with Historical
Chronology and Geographical Reality

In Muslim geographical-historical literature, names such as Ghana
and Takrur were applied to a number of different areas.'? Yet it seems
to have escaped the attention of recent scholarship that other names
were often subjected to even greater oscillations over the map (see
p-43). Such is the case of the Zanj, Barbara (also referred to as Barabara
and Berbera), and Habasha.

Such transferences of names do not seem to correspond to any real
migration of peoples. To some extent, the changes in location were a
result of the confusion of different populations and areas which had
names that sounded homophonic to foreigners, or that were nearly
homographic when recorded in Arabic script; another source of
confusion was the persistance in Christian and Muslim geography of
certain misconceptions recorded by Prolemy and other ancient
writers, But when all this has been taken into consideration, many
unanswered questions remain. Is it a coincidence that all three names,
Zanj, Barbara and Habasha, recur together, as an inseparable triad all
along the Arab front of approach to Black Africa (i.e., the East-Africa -
Mile Valley - Western Sudan line)? If not, what is the natre of the
links between them? And how should we interpret the stereotyped
accounts often associated with them? Are the references to the Zanjin
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“Ms. C” of the Ta'rikh al-farrash somehow related to mediaeval
claims that there were Zanj in West Africa? Is the emphasis placed by
“Ms. C" on the servile status of the Zanj, simply a reminiscence of the
famous revolt of “Zanj slaves” in lower Irag in the ‘Abbasid period
(870-883 AD)? Or is it also related to certain stereotypes associated
with the supposed West African Zanj in the Middle Ages and early
Modern times?

The Zany
Professor Bernard Lewis summed up an opinion shared by many
scholars when he wrote that: *“'the word Zanj refers strictly to the
natives of East Africa (south of Ethiopia), and thence more generally to
Bantu-speaking Africans.”™

This view is supported by the location attributed to the Zangistan or
Gengistan (“Land of the Zang™) by Persian works, and by the fact that
the Swahili word for “kings" (Wafalme, sing. Mfalme) was recorded
by Al-Mas‘udi (10th century) in his writings on the Zanj."" Further-
more, Prolemy (2nd century) recorded a * Cape Zingis" approximately
in Somalia, and Cosmas (writing between 535 and 547 AD) called
“Zingion" the part of the ocean adjacent to East Africa.'* However,
the name Zanj was also applied to populations outside East Africa.

The course of the Nile of Egypt and the East African coastline were
used by Al-Mus*udi and Ibn Hawgal as reference lines between which
to place the Zanj.'” Yet there was considerable uncertainty regarding
the position of those reference lines. Prolemy and certain Muslim
authors believed that the coasts of East Africa rejoined Asia; as to the
origin and course of the Nile or “Niles,” somc Muslim authors such as
Ibn Battuta ( 14th ¢.) believed that the Nile flowed from West Africato
Egypt - an idea similar to those held by Herodotus and other ancient
writers; others like Al-Zuhri (between 1154 and 1161) and Ibn Sa‘id
(13th c.), modifying Prolemy’s idea of the Nile's sources, wrote about
systems composed of two or three Niles.!® According to Al-Zubhri,
there was a ““Greater Nile” (al-Nil al-"a‘zam) and a “Smaller Nile"
{al-Nil al-‘asghar), both of which had their sources in the * Mountains
of the Moon."The first one flowed to the Jibal al-Dhahab (**Gold
Mountains""), to the country of the Habasha, and to Egypt; the second
flowed first across the land of the Nuba, then across the land of the
Zanj towards the Atlantic. For Ibn Sa‘id, the rivers of East Africa
flowed into a great lake, in which originated the **Nile of Ghana,” the
“Nile of Egypt,” and “the Nile of Mugadishu™ - an amalgamation of
the Webi Shebele with the Juba River (A/-Jubb, in Arabic; Webi
Ganana, in Somali).
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As a result of all this, one of Al-Mas“udi’s and Al-Zuhri's reference
lines tended sometimes to be deflected towards the west, either
through the imaginary removal of the sources of the Nile to West
Africa or through confusion of the Nile of Ghana with the Nile of
Egypt. At the same time, the other reference line was liable to be
imaginarily deflected towards the Far East. Thus, even when our
sources explicitly refer to that which we now call East Africa, it is
necessary to keep in mind that the south-eastern part of the continent
was not placed, by Prolemy and certain Muslim geographers, in the
same arena of the earth’s surface in which we place it now. If one
brings together the different locations of the Zanj proposed in our
sources, one is surprised to see that the real “Land of the Zanj”
imaginarily fans out towards Pakistan and Indonesia, on the one side,
and towards Senegal on the other; the Indonesian connection was
made easier by the near homography of the names Zanj and Zanji or
Zabaj (used for the inhabitants of Indonesia) when written in Arabic.
From the 9th to the l4th c., different Muslim works stated that the
Land of the Zanj bordered upon the Sind (Indus Valley), or extended
from the Bilad al-Sudan to the land of the Zabaj, or bordered upon the
country of Hind {*Indians').'?

The artificial displacements of the name Zanj towards West Africa
were helped by the belief - also held by Graeco-Latin geographers
and, later, by early modern Portuguese and Spanish sources - that the
overland distances between East and West Africa were much shorter
than they are in reality; “Sofala of the Zanj"” (where gold was available)
and the gold mines of West Africa were thought to be close to one
another.?® Al-Zuhri wrote that the Gold Mountains ran all along the
southern border of the country of the Zanj, Nuba and Habasha, and
that from the country of the Zanj gold was exported to the Maghrib,
and Al-Andalus as well as to the countries of the Rum; in his view the
Zanj country seems to have extended itself to the very borders of the
Maghrib, and the gold-producing areas of East Africa and West Africa
were the same.?!

Abu 'I-Fida’, writing ca. 1321 but using information recorded by
Ibn Sa‘id (d. 1274 or 1286), treated the Zanj as a branch of the Nubas;
according to him, the Zanj lived to the south-west (nor the south, or
south-east) of the other Nuba.?? This reflected the process of
northwards and westwards displacement of the Zanj, towards Nubia
and the areas south-west or west of the Nubian stretch of the Nile
Valley.

The westwards displacement is even clearer in Al-Zuhri's Kirab al-
Fa'rafivya; this work makes no use of the coast of East Africa as a
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reference line for the location of the Zanj; the latter were situated on
the map in association only with Al-Zuhri’s own idea of the course of
the “Smaller Nile” and the “*Greater Nile”; he placed the land of the
Zanj to the west of the Greater Nile or the Nile of Egypt, and on the
banks of the Smaller Nile (which, from the point of view of modern
geography, probably corresponds to placing them on the Niger); Al-
Zuhri's text seems to place the Zanj in an area separated from the
Atlantic by the “Janawa" (whose capital was Ghana) and other Sudan
populations.?*

The Spanish author Marmol Carvajal (16th ¢.) who extensively used
Arabic and Hebrew sources, placed the Zanj (whose name he spelt as
“Zinche") in the same area chosen by Al-Zuhri; vet Marmol also
recorded the name “Zanguebay™ (similar to Zang-barr or Zanji-barr,
i.e., Zanzibar), which, according to him, was given both to the Cape of
Good Hope and to the East African coast,®

In the light of this “concertina effect,” which imaginarily pressed
East and West Africa together, it is easier to believe that conflations of
East and West African names did occur.

The name Zanj itself, which also occurs in Arabic under the forms
Zinj, and Zanji or Zinji (pl. Zunuj), actually contained the sound ng
(hence the Persian forms Zang and Zangi); the sound ng, present in
certain African languages, was alternatively transcribed into Arabic by
the letter ghain (gh as in Zaghi, or Zaghay) or by the two letters nun and
fim in immediate sequence (ny, as in Zanj).?

According to Ibn Khaldun, writing between 1375 and 1382 and
quoting Shaykh ‘Uthman - a learned man from “Ghana,” the name
Zaghay was applied to “Takrur” by the people of Ghana; Al-Maqrizi
(d. 1442) also recorded the name Zaghay, with reference to Kanem and
neighbouring populations situated between the Habasha on the south,
the Nuba on the east, and Takrur on the west.2* Al-Magqrizi's passage
may have referred to the Zaghawa, which were placed in Kanem by Al-
Idrisi {1154) and Al-Harrani {ca. 1332).%" In this connection, it is

worth remembering that one variant of Al-Zuhri's text described the
Zanj as neighbours of the Zaghawa.*®

Confusions between Zanj, or Zanji, and Songhay, may also have
been made. There is evidence suggesting that such amalgamations
may have occurred not only in Arabic sources; an anonymous Syriac
source of the end of the 11th century, the ‘Ellar Kul ‘Ellan, recorded
the name Zungaye in a list of populations which also included
the Teopiyas (Ethiopians), Nubaye (Nubians) and Habashaye
(Abyssinians).?® It seems not unreasonable to suggest that Zungaye
was a hybrid form combining the names Zanj and Songhay; the text of
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the ‘Ellat Kul ‘Ellan is geographically vague, and the name Zungaye
may have been a reference either to the Zanj or the Songhay, or vet to
the Zaghawa. A similar form, Zangay, occurs in Jewish Targumim
literature, apparently as the name of a Kushitic group, ¥

Ibn Khurradadhbih, writing ca. 846 AD, referred to the country of
“Zaghi b. Zaghi,” the same name rendered as “‘Ra‘ib. Ra‘i" (actually
“Ra'i brai” in the edited text) by the Hudud al-‘Alam - which
describes it as the name of the "'king of the Sudan.”* Both works place
that country south of the Sahara but not far from the Maghrib; Ibn
Kurradadhbih explicitly says that the country of “*Zaghi b. Zaghi”
bordered upon the territories of the Idrisid rulers of Fez. A number of
discussions of this passage exist, and we owe to Professor Tadeusz
Lewicki one of the most learned of them.* | will simply call attention
here to some new and recently uncovered evidence.

The examination of some of the mediaeval Muslim epitaphs of Gao,
written in Kufic script without diacritical points, yielded to Mme. Viré
and the late Professor Sauvaget the name of the apical ancestor of a
certain roval lineage, which was read by them as “Ra‘'i.”” But since
then, work done on some of the so-called “Gao tombstones™ has
shown that the form “Zaghi™ itself exists, with all the necessary
diacrirical points, in at least one of the mediaeval epitaphs from the
same region.¥?

The amalgamation of “Zaghi,” or “Zaghi b. Zaghi,” or yet Ibn
Khaldun’s “Zaghay," with Zanj and Zanji (i.e. “* Zang,” “ Zangi"") may
have been made by certain mediaeval writers, and the matter was made
more complicated by the simultaneous confusion between those
names and the name Zaghawa; furthermore, the name Songhay (spelt
Saghi, Sughay, Supghuy, Saghu or Sunghay in the Timbuctu
chronicles, and Saghi in Mubhammad Bello's Infag al-Maysur)
apparently was also drawn into the same melting-pot; Al-Idrisi, for
instance, in two different passages, refers to a “nomadic Zaghawa
tribe” called Saghwa, Saqwa or Saghawa, burt also to “an important
Zaghawa town” of the same name - this suggests a conflation of two
different accounts, one of which may have contained a reference to
Songhay. ™

A further source of confusion that so far has not been taken into
consideration is, conceivably, the name Shungwaya, given by certain
Bantu peoples of East Africa to the land from which they are supposed
to have reached their present homelands; Shungwaya is in general
identified with the parts of Somalia and Kenya between the Juba River
and River Tana, around Birikau or Bur Kao (formerly Port Durnford).
Shungwaya is referred to in oral traditions as well as in the Kirab al-
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Zanuf, which is a late 19th century version of earlier texts.*® If such
traditions were already current in the Middle Ages, they may well - in
the light of the above-quoted texts that placed the Zanj in West Africa
- have helped the amalgamation of the names Songhay and Zanj.

The Habasha

The name Habasha was also a wandering one, or - at the very least -
one applied to a vast area of uncertain limits, sometimes supposed to
extend all the way between East and West Africa.

Writing ca, 846 AD, Ibn Khurradadhbih stated that the territories of
the Kharijite-Sufrite princes ruling the south-eastern regions of what
is nowadays Morocco touched on the south of the country of the
Habasha (Bilad al-Habasha); as mentioned above, he also stated that
the territory of the Idrisid rulers of Fez touched on the south the land
of “Zaghi b. Zaghi.”** One wonders if the contiguity between
“Habasha" and “Land of Zaghi” in the text of that author is not partly
a transference to West Africa of the real contiguity between Zanj and
Habasha in East Africa, given the possibility of confusion between the
names Zanji (or Zangi) and Zaghi; some authors seem to have seen
Habasha and Zanj as a sort of geographically inseparable pair of
names, so that the transference of the one to West Africa would tend to
“artract” the other in the same direction.

Al-Mus‘udi used the name Habasha in a way that covers the Black
populations of West Africa.?™ Al-Ya'qubi's Ta'rikh (872 AD) may
contain an attempted solution to doubts about whether the name
Habasha should be restricted to East Africa or also applied to West
Africa; after mentioning the Habasha, Nuba and Zanj among the
various populations which had established themselves in the south
after crossing the Nile, he mentioned the Zaghawa, the Kawkaw, the
Ghana and other groups, and stated that they had established
themselves in the regions to the west of the Nile, together with another
group whose name might be read as Habasha, though the absence of
diacritical marks makes it impossible to establish this reading beyond
doubt.® It is thus not impossible that Al-Ya'qubi recorded the
existence of twe Habasha groups, the one on the eastern half of the
continent and the other in West Africa.

Al-Zuhri’s text implies the existence of two, if not three, Bilad al-
Habasha. On the one hand, he wrote that the Habasha lived in the
areas to the east of the Nile; on the other hand, he stated that the point
of departure of the caravans reaching the country of the Habasha was
the Sus af-agsa® (within the territories of present-day Morocco); he
mentioned the fact that it was from the castern coasts of Africa that the



